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Abstract 

This paper outlines and defends a metaphilosophical position that is implicit in 

Collingwood‟s account of the nature of action explanation. This metaphilosophical 

position is distinctive because it is deflationary and yet not therapeutic. It is 

deflationary because it denies that problems such as those concerning the relation 

between actions and events should be addressed within the framework of a 

conception of metaphysics which seeks to establish which description of reality is 

ontologically more fundamental than the other. It is not therapeutic because it argues 

that there are problems of a distinctive philosophical nature, even if they are not as 

they are depicted within an understanding of metaphysics as the study of being qua 

being. This account of the role and character of philosophical analysis is not of mere 

historical interest because it outlines a neglected alternative in the contemporary 

metaontological debate, which tends to be polarised between revisionary 

metaphysicians and therapists; it shows how philosophy can still have a positive role 

to play even if its task is not to advance theories that compete with natural science in 

determining what there “really” is. 

 

Introduction 

 

Recently there has been a renewed interest in metaphilosophical concerns1 and with 

it the return of a debate between revisionary metaphysicians and neo-

Wittgensteinian positions defended by philosophers such as Eli Hirsch which tend to 

dismiss philosophical disputes as being merely verbal.2 This paper outlines a 

metaphilosophical position that is implicit in Collingwood‟s account of action 

explanation and locates it in the contemporary metaontological debate which sees 

therapists pitted against “serious” ontologists.3 It argues that Collingwood‟s 

conception of action and action explanation is premised on a metaphilosophical view 

                                                           
1 See Chalmers 2009. 

2 See Hirsh (2011) 

3  See for example Peter Unger (1979) and Trenton Merrick (2000). 
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which occupies a neglected middle ground in the metaontological debate because it 

is deflationary and yet not therapeutic. The paper explains what Collingwood‟s 

metaphilosophy does and what it does not have in common with the therapeutic 

conception of philosophy by focusing on his claim that there is a technical 

philosophical sense of the term “action” which captures the domain of enquiry of the 

human sciences. It argues that while Collingwood rejects a conception of 

metaphysics as the study of being qua being, his metaphilosophy is neither 

eliminativist with respect to philosophical problems, nor straightforwardly quietist in 

orientation. Not only does Collingwood occupy a neglected middle ground in the 

contemporary metaontological debate; implicit in this metaphilosophical view is a 

defence of the importance of philosophy and a view of the nature of philosophical 

progress that is not often heard in contemporary discussions. On this view progress 

in philosophy does not consist in eliminating apparent disagreements by showing 

that the disputes on which they are premised are merely verbal. Nor is the goal of 

philosophical reflection to ensure that the participants in philosophical debates are 

coordinated on the use of terms in order to establish what genuine ontological 

disagreements survive once certain disputes are shown to be merely verbal. The 

role of philosophical reflection is to identify and isolate sui generis concepts which 

are required in order to make distinctions which enable us to have a more subtle and 

sophisticated grasp of the phenomena with which we are faced. 

 

I Collingwood and the therapeutic conception of philosophy 

For the therapeutic conception of philosophy the account of the origins of 

philosophical problems goes (roughly) like this. There is an expectation that 

philosophy can achieve similar results to those of science but that it can do so from 

the armchair rather than in the lab. Although philosophy‟s method is a priori rather 

than empirical, philosophy, like science, is in the business of constructing theories 

concerning the ultimate structures of reality. For example, on the basis of an a priori 

reflection on the concept of “cause” it may be claimed that reality is nomologically 

structured and that everything which happens is an event, where “event” is 

shorthand for “nomologically connected event”. Once every event is taken to be a 

nomologically connected event, and the causal relation is assumed to describe real 
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lawful connections, certain “placement”4 problems arise: “How can there be such 

things as actions, since nothing can be real unless it is part of the nomological net?” 

The therapeutic philosopher argues that it is the adoption of technical philosophical 

terms which differ from ordinary use that is largely responsible for the existence of 

philosophical problems. The technical philosophical use of “causal relation”, which 

stands for “nomological relation”, generates a tension between the structure of reality 

which is entailed by the particular use of the term “cause” singled out by 

philosophers, and the concept of action. Since actions are not considered to be part 

of the nomological net, they become quirky entities that need to be either eliminated 

or reduced, or shown to be compatible with the account of reality entailed by the 

technical meaning that the term “cause” has in philosophical discussion. On the 

therapeutic view the debates between non-reductionists on the one hand, and 

reductionists, eliminativists and compatibilists on the other, are pseudo-debates 

which arise when philosophers move away from the complex ways in which terms 

are used in ordinary language and prioritize a technical sense of the term “cause”. 

The therapeutic philosopher dissolves these debates by restoring words to their 

everyday use. Once this is done, metaphysical problems are ipso facto dissolved.5  

 

Collingwood shows a certain amount of sympathy with the claim that philosophers 

are insufficiently sensitive to the different meanings that a term can have. He took 

the causal relation to be an explanatory relation and argued that since explanation 

varies in accordance with the goals of enquiry, the term “cause” has different 

meanings in different explanatory contexts.6 In the practical sciences of nature 

(sciences such as medicine and engineering) the term “cause” functions as a handle 

that can be turned to open or close doors. It is understood as an “event or state of 

things by producing or preventing which we can produce or prevent that whose 

                                                           
4 For an account of these “placement/location” problems see Kim, J. 1998 and Price 2013. 

5 This account of the origins of philosophical problems is loosely based on Horwich 2012.For a fuller 

account of the origin of philosophical problems on the therapeutic conception see Horwich 2012 pp. 

50-55. 

6 Collingwood, R.G. [1940] 1998.For a fuller discussion of the different senses of causation see 

Author 2002. 
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cause it is said to be.”7 Thus, for example, a doctor prescribes a dose of aspirin in 

order to cause a patient to sweat or forbids a patient from smoking in order to 

alleviate his breathing difficulties. This sense of the term cause operates in forms of 

enquiry whose goal is to harness nature to improve the human lot. The term “cause” 

has a different meaning in the theoretical sciences of nature where all ceteris paribus 

clauses are removed from the explanation, and an event causes another if it is an 

antecedent condition such that if the cause obtains the effect will follow without 

exception. The term “cause” has yet a different meaning in history, which 

Collingwood takes to be the quintessentially human science.  Here a cause is not an 

antecedent condition of any kind. It plays rather the role of a motive that rationalizes 

behaviour thereby bringing it under the description of intentional action. This sense 

of causation is found in expressions such as “Mr Baldwin‟s speech compelled the 

speaker to adjourn the house” or “a solicitor‟s letter causes a man to pay his debt”. In 

these expressions, Collingwood says, “that which is caused is the free and deliberate 

act of a conscious and responsible agent, and causing him to do it means affording 

him a motive for so doing.”8 He took this sense of causation to exemplify the kind of 

explanations found in history where the connection between the explanans and the 

explanandum is established through reason and reflection rather than through 

observation and inductive generalization. He would have agreed that the debate 

between causalists and anti-causalists, in so far as it is understood as a debate 

about the metaphysical possibility of actions (How can there be actions if everything 

that happens is nomologically connected and actions do not respond to this 

description of reality?) is spurious. It is generated by philosophers‟ blinkered focus 

on the technical sense that the term “cause” has in the natural sciences and the 

subsequent reification of the explanatory practices of what he calls the theoretical 

sciences of nature. It is the hypostatization of this sense of causation that is largely 

responsible for the view that only what can enter causal connections (in the technical 

sense of “nomological connection”) is real, and generates an intractable conflict 

between the scientific and the manifest image of the world. He warns that the view 

that the methodological practices of the natural sciences enjoy a form of ontological 

                                                           
7 Collingwood, R.G. [1940] 1998, p. 296-7. 

8 Collingwood [1940] 1998, p. 285.  
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priority betrays a „slang‟ use of the term “science” as meaning natural science, a use 

that differs from the original Latin sense of the term scientia which signifies a 

systematic body of knowledge with a particular method and particular subject 

matter.9 Much of what Collingwood would say in relation to the concept of cause and 

its technical use in revisionary metaphysics thus chimes with the therapeutic 

conception of the role of philosophical analysis. 

 

These points of agreement notwithstanding, Collingwood did not advocate a 

therapeutic conception of philosophy. Therapeutic conceptions of philosophy tend to 

have certain features. They tend to be eliminativist, quietist, and suspicious of 

technical terminology. Let‟s consider these features in turn. First, therapeutic 

philosophers deflate metaphysical problems by showing they are pseudo problems; 

it is not so much that the nature of philosophical problems has been misconstrued, 

but rather that there aren‟t any such problems. Although the therapeutic conception 

of philosophy is substantially different from the so-called midwifery view,10 it has 

similar eliminative tendencies. On the midwifery view philosophical questions arise 

when a science is in its infancy and has not yet defined its domain of enquiry. Once 

a science progresses the inchoate questions that were asked to begin with are 

superseded by more specific questions and philosophy gives birth to a new special 

science. Unlike the midwifery view the therapeutic conception claims that 

philosophical questions are conceptually muddled, not inchoate. The problems 

associated with the questions typically asked by philosophers should therefore be 

dissolved rather than superseded. But the implications of the therapeutic conception 

are not dissimilar to those of the midwifery one: genuine problems are addressed by 

the special sciences; philosophy does not have any problems of its own to deal with 

and thus no domain of enquiry to call its own. Therapeutic conceptions of philosophy 

are therefore committed to the claim that there are no genuine philosophical 

problems (something which seems to be taken as a corollary of the view that there 

are no metaphysical problems) and thus that philosophy has no autonomous domain 

of enquiry. Second, therapeutic conceptions of philosophy are quietist, in the sense 

                                                           
9 Collingwood, R.G., [1940] 1998, p. 4. 

10 For an account of the midwifery view see Smart 1993. 
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that they do not seek to bring about any revisions to our ontological categories. 

Consider, for example, certain advocates of the claim that tables, chairs and other 

ordinary middle sized goods do not really exist because what really exists is 

molecules arranged tablewise, chairwise and so on. Whilst these revisionary 

metaphysicians may not advocate any linguistic reform, they do not regard our 

ordinary linguistic codifications to be a guide to ontology. They would claim that 

whilst we can carry on speaking with the vulgar, when we think with the learned we 

may find that genuine ontological categories differ significantly from what we may or 

are supposed to believe exists on the basis of common sense linguistic codifications. 

By contrast therapeutic conceptions of philosophy do not see any need to change 

the ontological categories embedded in everyday linguistic codifications. Philosophy, 

as it is sometimes said, leaves things as it finds them.11 Third, therapeutic 

conceptions of philosophy tend to be suspicious of technical terms, which they 

regard as being responsible for leading philosophers astray. To avoid falling in the 

traps of abstraction from ordinary language use and subsequent reification of the 

preferred technical term, one should shun technical terminology altogether and defer 

instead to the ordinary use of words which provide a proper guide to our ontological 

categories. For therapeutic philosophers revisionary metaphysicians suffer from a 

certain kind of “hyper-theoreticalness” which leads them to grant privileged 

ontological status to the technical meaning that terms possess in certain forms of 

inquiry.12 

 

If these are tenets of the therapeutic conception of philosophy, then Collingwood 

appears to explicitly reject them.13 He rejects a) the claim that since there are no 

                                                           
11 Wittgenstein, L. PI 124. 

12 Hirsch for example argues that “Metaphysical realists are afflicted with a kind of hyper-
theoreticalness” to which they are driven by their rejection of quantifier variance. Hirsch, E. 20011b, 
p. 82. 
 
13 The therapeutic conception philosophy is often attributed to Wittgenstein. It is not my intention 

here, to join the witch-hunt to which this philosopher has been unfairly subjected. My goal is to 

engage with a common conception of therapeutic philosophy, which is often, rightly or wrongly, 

attributed to Wittgenstein, and show it is possible to adopt a deflationary stance in relation to 

metaphysical problems and still retain a positive conception of the role of philosophical analysis. 
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genuine metaphysical problems, there are no philosophical problems either, only 

verbal disputes, and thus that philosophy has no autonomous domain of inquiry. He 

rejects b) the claim that philosophical reflection leaves our common sense 

ontological categories completely unchanged and calls for no revisions to them and 

c) that philosophers ought always to defer to the ways words are used in ordinary 

language and that the deployment of a word outside its ordinary everyday use 

inevitably leads into the pitfalls of abstraction and reification. Collingwood argues that 

the question concerning the relation between the mind and the body, as it is 

construed within the framework of revisionary metaphysics, is indeed a pseudo 

question. But the question concerning the relation holding between the explanatory 

practices of the human and the natural sciences is not. The relation between mind 

and body, as he puts it, is  

 

… the relation between the sciences of the body, or natural sciences, and the sciences 

of the mind; that is the relation inquiry into which ought to be substituted for the make-

believe inquiry into the make-believe problem of „the relation between body and mind‟. 

(NL, 2.49/ 11) 

 

There is, therefore, a genuine mind-body problem even if it is not construed in 

Cartesian terms as posing a question concerning the metaphysical possibility of 

mental causation and ought to be understood instead as a problem concerning the 

conception of reality that is associated with the methodological practices of the 

special sciences. Philosophy is concerned with second-order questions concerning 

the presuppositions, heuristic principles and methodological practices of the special 

sciences. This is philosophy‟s own domain of enquiry.14 This is not to say that first 

order scientists cannot reflect on the presuppositions of their form of enquiry, but that 

when they do so, they do so as philosophers. Philosophers are not a group of 

technicians who operate in university departments and who teach their students their 

way round problems such as that of the relation between free will and determinism. 

The philosopher is the person who engages in a second order reflection on the 

presuppositions which they make when they make certain assertions. In this respect, 

philosophy is ubiquitous, or at least one would hope it is. Nor did Collingwood 

                                                           
14 In An Essay on Metaphysics Collingwood refers to these as “absolute presuppositions”. 
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commit to the second tenet of the therapeutic conception of philosophy according to 

which technical terms ought to be eschewed. Technical philosophical terms are 

needed precisely to avoid the ambiguities implicit in the amorphous use of concepts 

such as “cause” or “action” in everyday language. To illustrate why technical terms 

can do useful work in philosophy the following example (not Collingwood‟s own) 

might be of help. Consider the terms “murder” and “manslaughter”. We need not 

have two distinct terms to grasp the conceptual distinction between intentional and 

unintentional killing. We may simply use the term “kill” in two different ways. If so the 

term “kill” will be ambiguous even if not (necessarily) perniciously so. Introducing the 

terms “manslaughter” and “murder” will disambiguate the possible meanings of “kill” 

and in so doing promote conceptual clarity. The introduction of a technical term for 

“actions” disambiguates the everyday use of the term much in the way in which 

“murder” and “manslaughter” disambiguate the term “kill”. In doing this philosophy 

exposes certain logical junctures in our thought, joints which are at times obscured 

by the way in which ordinary language operates. One such juncture, which is 

obfuscated by the ordinary use of the term “action”, is the distinction between the 

different sense of causation at work in the human and natural sciences. That is why, 

for Collingwood, there is a need to distinguish the philosophical term “action”, 

understood as a category which delineates the domain of enquiry of the human 

sciences, from the way the term is used in everyday contexts. 

 

II The everyday and the philosophical sense of “action” 

In everyday contexts we use the term action in a variety of ways to encompass pretty 

much anything that a human being does from involuntary bodily movements such as 

knee-jerk reactions to voluntary movements such as waving one‟s arms whilst giving 

a paper and fully fledged intentional actions, such as getting married and making a 

promise. This is not to say that the average person in the street is necessarily 

insensitive to subtle distinctions that could be drawn between the various meanings 

that the everyday term has. Children protest loudly if blamed for accidentally spilling 

their juice. And the strong sense of injustice at being reprimanded for something that 

they did in one sense (for they did knock over the glass) and did not do in another 

(for they did not intentionally spill the juice) shows that whereas we are using a 

single word we are, from an early age, quite aware of the fact that it has different 
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meanings. When a child protests that he should not be blamed, since he didn‟t 

intentionally spill the juice, but just accidentally knocked the glass, he shows an 

implicit and yet firm grasp of the various meanings that the term “do” has. 

 

Collingwood was aware that the term action in its everyday use gathers a variety of 

meanings and reserved the philosophical term “action” for only one of the many uses 

that the term has in everyday speech, a sense in which the term “action” captures 

the distinctive subject matter of the human sciences. In The Idea of History15 he 

distinguished between a broader and a narrower sense of “action”. The broad sense 

captures the everyday way in which the term is used. The narrower sense is much 

more restrictive. In this more restrictive sense many of the things which are ordinarily 

called actions are not actions at all. For in the narrower sense the term denotes “not 

the actions, in the widest sense of that word, which are done by animals of the 

species called human; they are actions in another sense of the same word, equally 

familiar but narrower, actions done by reasonable agents in pursuit of ends 

determined by their reason.”16 To distinguish the narrow from the broader term 

Collingwood calls actions in the narrower sense res gestae. It is actions in the 

narrow sense of res gestae that constitute the subject matter of history understood 

as a hermeneutic science which differs in kind, and not merely in degree, from the 

natural sciences. And it is this technical sense of res gestae which he appeals to 

when engaging in a meta-level reflection on the method and domain of enquiry of 

history as opposed to that of the natural sciences.  

 

The narrower, technical sense of action as res gestae lies at the basis of 

Collingwood‟s enigmatic claim that “when a historian knows what happens he 

already knows why it happened.”17 The statement is puzzling because normally one 

would presume knowledge of what happened to be independent of knowledge of 

                                                           
15 Collingwood, R.G., The Idea of History, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1944; revised edition, with an 

introduction by Jan Van der Dussen, Oxford, Oxford University press, 1993. 

16 Collingwood, The Principles of History, edited by W. H. Dray and Jan Van der Dussen, Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1999. 

17 Collingwood, R.G., The Idea of History, p. 214. 
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why it happened. We may, for example, know that the water froze overnight without 

knowing that it froze because a) the temperature dropped and b) water freezes 

below 0 °C. The claim, however, is less puzzling when one considers that for 

Collingwood the subject matter of history is actions (in the sense of res gestae) and 

that to determine what action was performed in this technical sense is to discover the 

point of doing it by establishing a conceptual connection between a goal (what 

Collingwood sometimes calls the causa ut18) and what was done.19 Determining 

what happened, in this sense, is not logically independent of determining why it 

happened. If the motive was to set the forest alight then the action was arson; but 

what happened would not be arson if the motive had been roasting the dinner. The 

claim that when a historian knows what happened he or she already knows why it 

happened is a highly compressed (and possibly misleading) way of saying that in the 

explanation of action qua res gestae what needs explaining is not logically 

independent of what does the explaining. For this reason, the explanation of action in 

the sense of res gestae is very different from the explanation of action in the broader 

sense of the term where there may be no internal connection between what is done 

and what does the explaining. Actions, in the broader sense, include “doings” which 

could be explained nomologically; we may, for example, say that Paul spilled the 

wine because of a sudden pain in his tendon that made him stretch his leg. But if 

what one is trying to explain is action in the sense of res gestae, determining why 

something happened is not a matter of finding out its antecedent conditions with a 

view to extrapolating a general law. To explain the fire as arson is not to determine 

the sequence of events which preceded the blaze (a prolonged period of drought, 

the presence of families having picnics and enjoying barbecues in the woods), but of 

establishing the motive with which the match which started the fire was struck. Since 

to explain res gestae is to establish an internal or conceptual connection between 

                                                           
18 Collingwood, R.G., An Essay on Metaphysics, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1940; revised edition, with 

an introduction by Rex Martin, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1998, chapter XXX. 

19 Like some post-Kantian German idealists, Collingwood regarded history as a Geisteswissenschaft, 

or science of the mind, rather than the study of the past. Explaining why he did so is beyond the 

scope of this essay. Suffice to say here that the distinction he was concerned to establish, in the 

context of his philosophy of history, was not the distinction between the present and the past, but 

between mind and nature. 
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the explanans and the explanandum, it is only once the connection is established 

that one can claim to truly know, in the required hermeneutic sense of know, “what” 

happened. And it is because historical knowledge is hermeneutic that when the 

historian knows what happened s/he already knows why it happened.20 Exposing 

conceptual connections, for Collingwood, is the task of historians and of investigative 

journalists. For when historians/biographers/investigative journalists ask “why” 

something happened, they are interested in finding out an answer to a particular kind 

of “why question”. Establishing the form of explanation that historians and 

investigative journalists employ is the task of philosophy, understood as a second 

order reflection on the forms of inference used in different explanatory contexts. As 

Collingwood puts it, the job of the philosopher is to show that there is a distinctive 

form of explanation which is tailored to the need to find answers to a certain kind of 

“why question”: 

When a scientist asks “why did that piece of litmus paper turn pink?” he 

means “on what kind of occasions do pieces of litmus turn pink?” When 

an historian asks: “why did Brutus stab Caesar?” he means “what did 

Brutus think, which made him decide to stab Caesar?”21  

The everyday use of the term action is heterogeneous, and this wider use responds 

to very different kinds of why questions. It is the task of the philosopher to match 

“because answers” to the right kind of “why questions”, thus isolating the kind of 

becausal answer which ought to be proffered in answer to the relevant kind of why 

question. By disambiguating the explanandum of the human and natural sciences 

Collingwood was not taking sides in a debate concerning the metaphysical possibility 

of actions.22 He was not asking the question “How can there be actions if everything 

                                                           
20 A less misunderstood way of expressing Collingwood’s enigmatic claim is to say that action is 

intentional under a description. 

21 Collingwood, R.G., The Idea of History, p. 214. 

22 Collingwood was a methodological non-reductivist because he denied that the explanatory 

practices of the human sciences are reducible to those of the natural sciences. His position was 

appropriated and elaborated upon in the 1950s and 1960s by W.H. Dray who argued that historical 

explanations are rational, not causal/nomological explanations. But Collingwood’s defence of non-

reductivism was not a move in an ontological debate about the metaphysical possibility of mental 
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that exists is causally connected in the sense of causal connection which belongs to 

the theoretical sciences of nature?” Like the therapeutic philosopher he regarded this 

question as arising only within a mistaken conception of metaphysics as the study of 

pure being. On the other hand, Collingwood‟s deflationary stance towards 

metaphysical problems does not entail that there are no philosophical problems. It 

implies, on the contrary, that philosophical problems arise at the joints of our 

conceptual framework, where we have to choose between explanatory practices 

which belong to different categorial articulations of reality. 

III Res Gestae as a category sui generis  

An important implication of the claim that the concept of action in the technical sense 

of the res gestae is connected with the notion of rationalizing explanations is that, in 

this technical sense and in this technical sense only, the concept of action is its own 

genus. Let us explain why this is the case. If the mark of an action in the technical 

sense of the res gestae is that it is explained when the historian establishes an 

internal conceptual connection between the explanans and the explanandum, it 

follows from this that the concept of res gestae is non-analysable into discrete 

components such as a cause, which is temporally prior to its effect, and an effect 

which is temporally posterior to the cause. In other words, if the connection between 

the explanandum and the explanans in the explanation of action is internal or 

conceptual, the ground of an action cannot be an antecedent state of affairs which is 

temporally prior to the effect, and the Humean theory of action which underpins the 

standard theory of action explanation does not apply to actions in the sense of res 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
causation. His defence of non-reductivism was rather embedded with a conception of philosophy as 

a second order enquiry whose goal is to uncover the methodological assumptions which govern the 

special sciences. In this respect Collingwood’s defence of the methodological autonomy of the 

human sciences differs from Davidson’s. Like Davidson Collingwood held that the explanation of 

action has a normative dimension that is not found in the explanation of events. Collingwood and 

Davidson were in full agreement on this point. Davidson however held that the causal relation is not 

just an intensional relation that holds between events in so far as these form the explanandum of 

the natural sciences. It is also an extensional relation that holds amongst events independently of 

how they are explained within a particular form of enquiry. Collingwood would have denied that 

anything can be said about the relations holding between events in this explanatorily neutral sense. 

Collingwood’s relation to Davidson is complicated and cannot be dealt with adequately in this 

context. For a more detailed discussion of this see author 2011 and 2012. 
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gestae. Whilst human bodily movements may appropriately be described as caused 

by antecedent states of affairs (e.g., it was the pain in the tendon which made Paul 

stretch his leg and spill the wine), the same does not apply to actions in the narrower 

sense, because the notion of a Humean cause does not capture the nature of the 

connection holding between the explanans and the explanandum when the relevant 

action falls under the concept of res gestae. A doing, in so far as it falls under the 

concept of res gestae, is thus not a species of the genus “event” because actions, in 

the narrow philosophical sense, are not nomologically connected occurrences with a 

special kind of causal history, one that is internal (neurophysiological perhaps?) 

rather than external. Action in the technical sense of res gestae is a category of its 

own because it requires an explanatory framework that is different from that 

employed in the case of mere bodily movements which, in so far as they are 

explained nomologically rather than rationally, belong to the philosophical category 

“events”, where event stands for “nomologically connected events”. Isolating the 

concept of res gestae from the umbrella-like way in which the term action is used in 

ordinary speech, enables us to see more clearly that not all things that human beings 

do are actions in the sense of the res gestae.23  

 

In ordinary speech we describe everything that a human being does as an action. 

We may refer to bodily movements which are not involuntary knee-jerk reactions but 

which nonetheless fall short of being actions in the fully fledged sense of res gestae 

as actions. We may even refer to involuntary knee-jerk reactions as actions. Spilling 

the wine, staining the white rug and upsetting the host are all things that Paul did in 

the sense of “doing” connected to the broader sense of action. But if Collingwood is 

correct in claiming that there is a sense of action in which a doing is explained when 

                                                           
23 As Collingwood puts it: “... a great many things which deeply concern human beings are not, and 

never have been, traditionally included in the subject-matter of history. People are born, eat and 

breathe and sleep, and beget children and become ill and recover again, and die; and these things 

interest them, most of them at any rate, far more than art and science, industry and politics and 

war. Yet none of these things have been traditionally regarded as possessing historical interest. Most 

of them have given rise to institutions like dining and marrying and the various rituals that surround 

birth and death, sickness and recovery; and of these rituals and institutions people write histories; 

but the history of dining is not the history of eating, and the history of death-rituals is not the history 

of death.” (Collingwood, R.G. 1999, p. 46). 
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the historian exposes an internal or conceptual connection between the explanans 

and the explanandum, then when we refer to an involuntary bodily movement as an 

action (as in the case of Paul‟s accidental staining of the rug) we use language in a 

way that is potentially misleading. The job of the philosopher is to alert us to the fact 

that our ordinary linguistic codifications may be ambiguous or indeterminate and may 

harbour classifications across categories we ought to be wary of. This is not to say 

that the way in which we speak is necessarily confusing. Even young children do not 

infer from the fact their parents call the ducks they put in their bath “rubber ducks” 

that rubber ducks are a species of ducks alongside African black ducks, bronze-

winged ducks and falcated ducks. They can see that is just a manner of speech.  But 

it is the task of philosophical analysis to warn against such errors if and when we 

make them.  

IV Matching the explanation to the explanandum 

The claim that the concept of action in the sense of res gestae is sui generis and not 

reducible to the concept of “event” (in the technical philosophical sense captured by 

the claim that all events are causally/nomologically connected), involves a particular 

consequence, namely that all action (in the sense of res gestae) is a rational action. 

If to explain an action in the sense of res gestae is to see its point, then if one cannot 

discern its point it cannot be spoken of as action in the relevant sense of res gestae 

and cannot be a subject matter of historical enquiry. History, understood as the study 

of actions in the narrow technical sense of res gestae, differs from natural science 

because it studies actions (in the narrow sense of res gestae) and it is thus not an 

empirical science of human nature of the kind Hume sought to develop.24 

Collingwood defended the claim that the concept of (intentional) action is sui generis 

in the context of his philosophy of history and as part of an argument meant to 

establish the autonomy of the human from the natural sciences. His goal, however, 

                                                           
24 Collingwood acknowledges that it is often believed that the domain of enquiry of history is the 
past rather than the present. Yet if the aspiration of history to be an autonomous science with a 
distinctive method and subject matter were based on this claim alone, it would not succeed in 
establishing that the distinction between history as a human science and the natural sciences is a 
distinction in kind rather than degree, for the palaeontologist too studies the past. If history is to be 
genuinely distinct from natural science, it must study the past as an expression of thought or, in 
other words, it must be concerned neither with what happened in the past in general, nor with any 
odd things which human beings did in the past, but with what they did as res gestae.  
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was clearly not only that of determining the area of competence of different 

academic disciplines but more generally that of alerting us to the presence of 

different forms of inference which are often overlooked because of linguistic 

similarities. Thus, for example, when we say that Paul stormed off because he was 

in a bad mood we are explaining his action, at least in one sense of “action” and one 

sense of “explain”. But we are not explaining his action in the sense of res gestae if 

being in a bad mood explained the action as a temporal antecedent. We may say 

that Paul‟s action was not rational provided we are clear that when we are describing 

what Paul did we are talking of action in the broader rather than the narrower sense. 

“Paul stormed off because he was in a mood” is a perfectly adequate explanation of 

what he did once the relevant qualifications are made. Provided we are clear about 

what we mean when we speak about actions, we can speak any way we like. No 

linguistic reform is being advocated here. What is inadmissible, by Collingwood‟s 

lights, is to claim that a causal (here meaning “nomological”) inference explains what 

Paul did as a res gestae, for in this case what Paul did would not be explained in a 

way that is different in kind from that in which the natural scientist explains why 

pieces of litmus turn pink. We can obviously understand, in some sense of 

“understand”, action that is not rational. I understand why my hormonal teenage 

daughter bangs the door. But when we understand in this way we do not explain the 

action as a res gestae because by altering the form of the explanation we ipso facto 

alter our explanandum. And when we do this we unwittingly change the subject. In 

this respect the combination of “irrational” and “action”, where by “action” one means 

res gestae, is like the combination of “rubber” and “duck” where by “duck” one 

means a living organism. It is either a harmless way of speaking which need not be 

misleading or, if taken literally, it should be exposed for what it is. As rubber ducks 

are not really ducks so irrational actions are not really actions – at least not in the 

sense of res gestae. When we refer to them as actions we do so in the manner in 

which we call rubber ducks “ducks”. Perhaps nobody is really fooled here. But if they 

were, they would need to be corrected.  

V Philosophical terms and philosophical classifications 

Whilst Collingwood would argue that action in the sense of res gestae is a technical 

term, he would also concede that technical terms in philosophy differ in very 
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important respects from technical terms in the special sciences. Philosophical 

categorizations, such the distinction between actions and events, are unlike 

empirical taxonomies. The claim that (intentional) action or res gestae is a category 

sui generis, and not a species or kind of events (in the technical sense of 

“nomologically connected events”) is established in much the same way as the claim 

that rubber ducks are not kinds of ducks. We go about arguing that rubber ducks are 

not ducks by showing that the entailment relations which hold between the concept 

“duck”, the higher species “bird”, and the genus “living organism” exclude the 

enumeration of rubber ducks alongside those of falcated and bronze wing ducks. 

The entailment relations which hold between intentionally getting married and 

intentionally telling a lie exclude that such actions could be subsumed under the 

genus “event”, much as the entailment relations which hold between ducks or birds 

more generally and the genus “living organism” exclude that rubber ducks could be 

subsumed under the genus “living organism”. In this respect philosophical 

distinctions do not teach us something completely new. Philosophy, as Collingwood 

says 

does not, like exact or empirical science, bring us to know things of 

which we were simply ignorant, but brings us to know in a different way 

things which we already knew in some way…25 

 

Yet to say that unlike empirical research philosophical analysis does not teach us 

something completely new does not mean that philosophy necessarily leaves things 

as it finds them; there is, on the contrary, significant progress to be made by 

disambiguating what are normally regarded as unified concepts.26 The progress 

which is made by disambiguating certain terms such as “kill” or “cause”, does not 

consist merely in moving “beyond verbal disagreements to either substantive 

agreement or clarified disagreement”27 Consider for example Kant‟s criticism of the 

                                                           
25 Collingwood, R.G. [1933] 2005, p. 161.  

26 For this view see Horwich 2012 p. 34 

27 The view that the overcoming of verbal disagreement is productive in so far as it enable us to tell 

apart mere verbal disputes from genuine ontological ones (and as such gives rise to some form of 

progress in philosophy) is defended in Chalmers 2011 and Cappelen “Progress and disagreement in 
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Aristotelian conception of the good. Kant pointed out that the notion of the moral 

good is much narrower than the Aristotelian notion of eudaimonia. According to 

Aristotle the eudaimonic life is a thriving life. The person who achieves it is both 

morally virtuous and happy. Given this generic concept of goodness, it is not 

possible, by Aristotelian lights, to conceive of virtue without a worldly reward. When 

claiming that duty may require us to act against our inclinations Kant sought to 

separate the concept of moral virtue from that of eudaimonia, thereby isolating a 

notion of goodness that is narrower than the Aristotelian conception. In doing so 

Kant allowed for the possibility that the exercise of moral virtue may not go hand-in-

hand with happiness or satisfaction and that the virtuous person may be required to 

act against her self-interest. The Aristotelian notion of eudaimonia does not clearly 

distinguish between moral and non-moral goodness. Likewise the broader notion of 

action which Collingwood seeks to disambiguate does not clearly distinguish 

between intentional and unintentional action. Narrowing down the concept of the 

good enables finer grain distinctions that allow us to comprehend how a virtuous 

person may lead a miserable life. By the same token narrowing down the concept of 

action allows us to comprehend how the unfortunate father who unwittingly killed his 

toddler by reversing the car from the drive was causally responsible rather than 

morally culpable for the death of his son. The true work of philosophy, as 

Collingwood puts it in An Essay on Philosophical Method, is “the distinguishing of 

concepts... coexisting in their instances” (EPM, 51). The more distinctions we make, 

the more refined our ways of thinking become. Philosophical progress is arguably 

made when distinctions which were either not made or not clearly made are 

introduced. This progress is not empirical, but it is not illusory either.28 The view that 

there is no meaningful progress to be made by disambiguating what are sometimes 

regarded as unified concepts arguably relies on two questionable assumptions. The 

first is that all genuine progress is empirical and thus that achieving conceptual 

clarity does not count as a form of progress. The second is that philosophers and the 

people on the Clapham omnibus are different people; the former live only in 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Philosophy: An Optimistic Perspective” forthcoming in The Cambridge Companion to Philosophical 

Methodology. 

28 For a contrasting view see Horwich 2012 p. 34. 
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academic departments and are conceptually confused whilst the latter live outside 

academia and are clear-headed. 

Progress in philosophy does however differ from progress in the special sciences. 

Revisions to our classificatory system which are dictated by philosophical reflection 

are very different from the kind of revisions that become necessary as a result of 

new empirical findings. Unlike changes to everyday taxonomies driven by empirical 

discoveries, philosophical reflection does not overthrow common sense 

classifications in the manner in which the discovery of the platypus, an animal who 

lays eggs like an oviparous creature and suckles its young like a mammal,  forces a 

change to our biological taxonomies. Philosophical reflection corrects ordinary 

linguistic codifications in a very different way, by showing, for example, that our 

linguistic codifications have clustered together entities that should not really be so 

clustered in accordance with the logic of their concepts. That is precisely what we do 

when we speak of rubber ducks as ducks, or of involuntary movements as actions in 

the narrow sense: we cluster linguistically entities whose concepts are sui generis.  

Collingwood‟s conception of philosophical analysis thus shares with revisionary 

metaphysicians the view that philosophy can demand changes to the codifications 

embedded in our everyday ways of speaking, although it also claims that the engine 

for such revisions is not to be found in one‟s preferred ontological picture of reality 

(say materialism or immaterialism) but in the need to achieve greater coherence and 

express subtler distinctions than everyday language sometimes allows for. While the 

changes that philosophical analysis calls for bring about no empirical progress, this 

is not to say that there is no gain to be had by implementing them or that 

philosophical clarification simply eliminates verbal disputes by ensuring that the 

conversational participants are coordinated on the meanings of the term they use. As 

we have seen, Collingwood‟s disambiguation of the term “cause” shows precisely 

that the term is used in different ways in different explanatory contexts, not that the 

practitioners of different forms of enquiry are just misunderstanding one another 

because they are using the term “cause” in a different way while meaning the same 

thing all along. Disambiguation shows that the human and the natural sciences have 

a different explanandum, and that the practitioners of these forms of enquiry actually 

mean different things when they use the term “cause” in their respective explanatory 
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contexts. Showing that the historian and the natural scientist have different 

explananda defuses their altercation but it does not do this by demonstrating that 

their disagreement is merely verbal. On the contrary, the disagreement is defused by 

showing that the conception of reality within which the term “cause” is used by the 

historian is different from the concept of reality within which the term cause is used 

by the natural scientist, and that there is no conflict between these different uses of 

the term “cause” only in so far as it is acknowledged that these different senses of 

causation disclose and operate within different conceptions of reality as system of 

nomologically connected events or as manifestations of reasons. Such reconciliation, 

if so it may be called, between the explanatory practices of the human and natural 

sciences involves neither an ontological duplication or multiplication of worlds, nor 

any negotiation or compromise on behalf of the practitioners of the human and 

natural sciences on how the term “cause” should be used to avoid conflict. It merely 

requires an acknowledgement of the sui generis nature of the different senses of 

causation at work in different explanatory contexts. 

Where the tendency in therapeutic conceptions of philosophy is to be sceptical of 

technical philosophical terms (for it is by isolating one of the various meanings of a 

term and prioritizing the conception of reality it entails that metaphysical pseudo-

disputes begin), Collingwood precisely argues in defence of technical philosophical 

terms and distinctions. Isolating a narrower (and philosophically technical) sense of 

the term “action” (to which there correspond an equally technical use of the term 

“cause”) is necessary in order to distinguish the explanatory practices of the human 

from the natural sciences and to vindicate the autonomy of humanistic explanations 

from naturalistic ones. It is in the narrow sense of res gestae that actions are 

conceptually irreducible to (nomologically connected) events since the concept of 

action, in the sense of res gestae, is a category sui generis linked to a distinctive 

form of (rational) inference that characterises the explanatory practices of the human 

sciences and enables us to make sense of what human beings do in a very 

distinctive way. Isolating the technical sense of action enables Collingwood to 

identify a logical joint in our conceptual system, one where we need to decide 

whether we should subsume what is real under the explanatory practices of the 

human or of the natural sciences. Philosophical problems arise at the joints of our 
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conceptual system. Is this a case of murder or manslaughter? Is this something that I 

should explain causally or rationally? These questions are genuine, not spurious. 

They present us not with empirical but with conceptual problems which we cannot 

address in the same way in which we might approach questions such as “is this rock 

crystalline or sedimentary?”29 Since the distinction between the concepts of action 

and event understood as technical philosophical terms is the distinction between the 

distinctive forms of inference which determine the subject matter of different forms of 

enquiry, the answer to the question “is a causal or a rational explanation called for in 

this case?” requires us to establish (as Kant might say) not whether our concepts 

correspond to what there is (as in the case of questions such as “is the classification 

of animals into either oviparous or mammals, or of rocks into sedimentary or 

crystalline, representationally adequate?” but rather “to which of our representations 

of reality (qua actions or qua events) do objects conform?” i.e. “under what 

conception of reality should our explanandum be subsumed”? When we are 

confronted with philosophical problems the direction of fit is not from mind to world, 

but from world to mind. Agreeing with the negative claim that philosophical analysis 

does not uncover deep ontological truths which may require alterations to ordinary 

common sense classifications along the lines of the most recent scientific 

discoveries, as revisionary metaphysicians from Descartes to Trenton Merricks30 

would demand, does not therefore entail there are no genuine philosophical 

questions to address and that proper philosophy has no use other than that of 

dispelling the confusions that are generated by bad philosophizing. 

 

VI Conclusions 

In this paper I suggested that that there is a technical philosophical sense of the term 

action which is closely connected to the explanatory practices of the human sciences  

and which goes hand in hand with a less therapeutic and more positive conception of 

                                                           
29 This example is used by Collingwood in the methodological introduction to his 1929 “Lectures on 

Moral Philosophy”, p. 5 to illustrate how philosophical distinctions (such as the one between action 

and events) differ from empirical classifications. The lectures are deposited in the Bodleian library, 

Collingwood dep. 10.  

30 Merrick, T. (2000) 
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the role of philosophical analysis. For if the ways in which a word is ordinarily used is 

not sufficiently sensitive to its potential internal strains, philosophical reflection can 

expose them and alert us to distinctions which were not made or not clearly made. In 

alerting us to these distinctions philosophy may not, as Collingwood says, teach us 

something completely new, since establishing that there is a sui generis sense of 

“action” is not quite like discovering a new botanical species or a new constellation. 

Yet the fact that philosophy, unlike empirical disciplines, does not teach us 

something completely new does not entail that philosophical analysis always and 

necessarily leaves things as it finds them; philosophical reflection can be the engine 

of conceptual change. For where there is a tension between what our conceptual 

scheme enables us to say and what on the other hand we are trying but failing to 

express within that scheme, then philosophy can help us rearticulate our concepts in 

such a way as to allow us to say that a man who is miserable can still be morally 

virtuous, and that the child who knocked the glass over should not be reprimanded 

because he did not intentionally spill the juice. This is what Kant did when pointing 

out that the notion of the moral good is narrower than that of eudaimonia, and this is 

what Collingwood does when arguing that the concept of action which governs 

explanation in the human sciences is both narrower than the broader everyday 

sense in which the term is used and sui generis. The role of philosophical analysis is 

to locate the joints of our conceptual framework. The introduction of technical 

philosophical terminology enables us to make distinctions which were either not 

made or not clearly made. The person who distinguishes between a happy life and a 

morally good life or between causal and moral responsibility is intellectually richer, 

not because, like the botanist or the zoologist, she has come across a species which 

was previously unknown, or because, like the astronomer, she has come across a 

new star, but because she has a firmer grasp of the various facets under which a 

situation may be grasped.  Was Oedipus guilty of manslaughter, murder or 

parricide? Was the father who unwittingly killed his toddler by reversing the car in the 

drive morally culpable or causally responsible for killing his son? We could not even 

begin to articulate these questions unless we disambiguate what it means to “kill”. 

Technical philosophical terminology is not to be eschewed as language which has 
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gone on holiday;31 rather it is on the other hand required to clarify, elucidate and 

sometimes correct what is being said. Whilst Collingwood‟s account of the role and 

character of philosophical analysis has in common with therapeutic conceptions of 

philosophy the negative claim that philosophical analysis does not offer theories 

concerning the ultimate structures of reality, his metaphilosophy is committed to the 

view that philosophical reflection and the introduction of technical philosophical 

terms, far from leading us astray, play an important role in rationalising and refining 

common sense classifications. Far from joining the chorus of critical assaults on the 

discipline Collingwood defends the need for philosophy against the many attacks to 

which it has been recently subjected by philosophers32 and scientists alike.33 We 

should not allow this positive message about the value of philosophy to be swept 

away by the current of negative criticisms which may unwittingly serve an anti-

intellectualist agenda. 
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